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Hebrew, Hebrew Everywhere?
Notes on the Interpretation of Voces Magicae

Gideon Bohak

The so-called voces magicae, those powerful alien “words” that figure so
prominently in the Egyptian, Greek, Hebrew, Aramaic, Syriac, Latin, and
Arabic magical texts of late antiquity and the Middle Ages, have been the

subject of numerous studies.1 One commentator after another has sought to expli-
cate the origins of this or that vox and unearth its original meaning in the language
to which it really belonged and from which it originally came. One of the most com-
mon features of such studies is the recurrent attempt to find a Jewish origin for this
or that word and explain it, “etymologically,” by way of Hebrew or Aramaic.2 This
error is due in part to the scholarly refusal to accept the fact that the origins of many
voces still elude us and to the desperation informing the attempts to find a solution,
any solution, to a nagging crux. It is also due to the fact that some voces, as well as
other elements of the “international” mixture of late antique magic, indeed are of
demonstrably Jewish origins, and that the Jews had some reputation in antiquity
for dabbling in magic, so that scholars are tempted to exaggerate the importance
and pervasiveness of the Jewish contribution to the “international” magic of late
antiquity and to search for Jewish elements even where none are to be found. More-
over, because we know so much more about Hebrew and Aramaic than about, say,
Nubian or Carian, scholars tend to indulge a natural tendency to look for solutions
in the languages we happen to know best. Finally, as in other fields of ancient his-
tory, one sees here the unique treatment accorded, by Jewish and Christian schol-
ars alike, to issues relating to ancient Jews. Here as elsewhere, the special attention
given to all things Jewish mostly obfuscates, rather than clarifies, our picture of an-
cient Jews and their place within their wider non-Jewish environment.3

1. See the recent survey by William M. Brashear, “The Greek Magical Papyri: An Introduction and
Survey; Annotated Bibliography (1928–1994),” in ANRW ii 18.5 (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1995),
3380–684, esp. 3429–28 and 3576–603.

2. For a sobering reminder of how deceptive etymologies can be, see Michael Adler, “Was Homer
Acquainted with the Bible?” JQR 5 (1893): 170–74.

3. See also David H. Fischer, Historians’ Fallacies: Toward a Logic of Historical Thought (New
York: Harper Torchbooks, 1970), 144: “There are many different tunnels in historiography. Among 
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While the causes of this misguided tendency are evident, its many ramifications
are more subtle. First, it is a self-perpetuating process, for the more “Jewish” vo-
ces one finds, the more one feels right about the enormous importance of the Jew-
ish contribution to late antique magic, a conviction that in turn makes one look
for even more such “Jewish” voces. Second, the wrong interpretations of many
voces often prevent future scholars from even looking for the right ones, in the
erroneous assumption that these puzzles have already been solved. If the experts
in Jewish studies are satisfied with a solution, the reasoning seems to be, then every-
one else must follow suit. Thus, one might even say that the pan-Iranian model
of the beginning of the twentieth century, which sought to explain much of late
antique religiosity as stemming from Iranian “syncretism,”4 has now been replaced
by a pan-Judaic perspective, which leads many scholars to look for Jewish ele-
ments even where none are to be found. Like its predecessor, and like the pan-
Egyptian perspective occasionally sponsored by a handful of Egyptologists,5 this
pan-Judaic perspective was bound to lead to many untenable claims and as-
sumptions, including some very improbable interpretations of the voces magicae
of late antique magic.

The following essay challenges this line of scholarship from three different
starting-points. First, I study those voces that can securely be identified as He-
brew, and note their relative paucity and their likely origins among Greek-speaking
Jews. Next, I examine one specific text that contains more demonstrably Jewish
voces but turns out to be so interesting precisely because it is quite unique. Fi-
nally, I turn to a more methodological discussion of how one should go about
demonstrating the Hebrew or Aramaic origins of any given vox, in the hope that
future scholarship will take heed of these almost self-evident guidelines.

A. Hebrew Words and Names in Late Antique Magic

In a survey of the different ethnic contributions to the vocabulary of late antique
magic, some words may easily be identified as Jewish, namely, those that are well
attested in the Hebrew Bible and subsequent Jewish literature. These voces may

70 Prayer,  Magic,  and the Stars

the narrowest and darkest are the ethnic tunnels. And of all the ethnic tunnels, none is quite so dark
and narrow as that which is called ‘Jewish History.’”

4. See Albrecht Dieterich, Eine Mithrasliturgie (Leipzig: Teubner, 1903); Brashear, “Greek Magi-
cal Papyri,” 3423–24; and Gershom Scholem, Jewish Gnosticism, Merkabah Mysticism, and Talmu-
dic Tradition, 2d ed. (New York: Jewish Theological Seminary, 1965), 1–2, for Scholem’s critique of
Reitzenstein’s influential interpretation of Gnosticism as Persian in origin.

5. See Robert Kriech Ritner, “Egyptian Magical Practice Under the Roman Empire: The Demotic
Spells and Their Religious Context,” in ANRW ii 18.5 (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1995), 3333–79,
esp. 3358–71.
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broadly be divided into four different types: divine names and epithets, angel names,
the names of biblical figures, and religious terminology and liturgical formulae.

1. Divine Names and Epithets

Although the Jewish god was not myrionymous, as some Egyptian gods were, he
certainly was polyonymous, and many of his names and epithets became part and
parcel of the “international” magic of late antiquity.6 These include such divine
names as IaÖ (= the standard Greek transliteration of the Tetragrammaton,
“YHWH”), AdÖnai (= My Lord), ElÖai (= My God), and SabaÖth (= [of] Hosts),
all of which seem to have entered the “public domain” of late antique magic. Some
of them even acquired Greek endings and declensions (AdÖnai → AdÖnaios, ElÖai
→ ElÖaios, etc.), a process that may have begun already among Greek-speaking
Jews. More interesting, however, is that the non-Jewish practitioners who invoked
these divine names often had no sense of their original meanings, and even little
sense that they all were the names of a single god.7 They also had no qualms
about using these powerful names as a basis on which to coin new ones, which
is why we find such voces as abaÖth (which some scholars view as Jewish) and even
phnoukentabaÖth (which certainly is not Jewish).8 Once a certain alien word en-
tered the “public domain” of late antique magic, it could spawn many more such
words, most or all of which had no connection whatsoever with the language from
which the original word had been taken.

2. Angel Names

Among the obviously Jewish voces in the non-Jewish magical literature of late an-
tiquity, such Jewish angels as Michafl, Gabrifl, Urifl, Raphafl, play a special role.9

To these four archangels, one may add a few more known Jewish angels, or names
that seem based on Hebrew roots plus the ending -fl (e.g., Melchifl, Nourifl, Sou-
rifl, Azarifl). It must be stressed, however, that the Hebrew and Aramaic magi-
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6. For the Egyptian gods and their “ten thousand names,” see the useful list of names and epithets
in Laurent Bricault, Myrionymi: Les épiclèses grecques et latines d’Isis, de Sarapis et d’Anubis (Stuttgart:
Teubner, 1996). For the Jewish god as polyonymous, see Philo, Decal. 94.

7. For further discussion, see Gideon Bohak, “The Impact of Jewish Monotheism on the Greco-
Roman World,” JSQ 7 (2000): 1–21, esp. 7–8.

8. For both voces, see Brashear, “Greek Magical Papyri,” 3601.
9. On the other hand, one must note the absence from the Greek magical texts of Metatron, so

prominent in late antique Jewish mystical and magical texts and gladly borrowed by Syriac and Ara-
bic practitioners as well—see, e.g., Steven M. Wasserstrom, “The Magical Texts in the Cairo Ge-
nizah,” in Joshua Blau and Stefan C. Reif, eds., Genizah Research After Ninety Years: The Case of
Judaeo-Arabic (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992), 160–66.
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cal texts of late antiquity refer to hundreds of different angels, since virtually any
root in the Hebrew language could be turned into an angelic name by adding the
suffix -fl, thus creating the angel who was in charge of the activity implied by that
Hebrew root.10 In the Greek and Coptic magical texts, on the other hand, only a
handful of -fl names are based on Hebrew roots, while others (e.g., astrapifl, bar-
barifl, marmarfl) are based on Greek ones and certainly do not stem from He-
brew-speaking magicians. But whereas such names may stem from Greek-speaking
Jews, other names show that non-Jewish magicians could add the ending -fl to
any word they chose to, as in the lovely Egyptian-Jewish mixture phtha phtha
pthafl (PGM iv. 972). Once again, the point is that once the Jewish elements en-
tered the non-Jewish world, they could be used to create new, and utterly non-
Jewish, voces.

3. Names of Biblical Figures

Another set of Jewish words that entered the “public domain” of late antique magic
is a handful of biblical personal names, such as Abraam (= the standard Greek
transliteration of the Hebrew name Abraham), Isaac, Jacob, Israfl, Moses, David,
and Solomon. Sometimes one finds them embedded in such set formulae as “the
God of Abraam, Isaac, and Jacob,” which occasionally was misunderstood to mean
that Abraam, Isaac, and Jacob were divine epithets or even names of different
gods.11 On other occasions one finds one or more of these names embedded in
contexts that seem to display a magician’s ignorance not only of the stories told
about them in the Jewish Bible but even of the notion that these were Jewish names
to begin with.12

4. Religious Terminology and Liturgical Formulae

Given the prominence of some Jewish elements in the magical texts of late antiq-
uity, one might expect to find a long list of Hebrew or Aramaic religious terms
and liturgical formulae in the “public domain” of late antique magic. It is thus
somewhat surprising to note the paucity of such elements in the “international”

72 Prayer,  Magic,  and the Stars

10. For this common Jewish method of generating new angelic names, see, e.g., Lawrence H. Schiff-
man and Michael D. Swartz, Hebrew and Aramaic Incantation Texts from the Cairo Genizah: Selected
Texts from Taylor-Schechter Box K1, Semitic Texts and Studies 1 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press,
1992), 36.

11. See Martin Rist, “The God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob: A Liturgical and Magical Formula,”
JBL 57 (1938): 289–303, and Bohak, “Impact of Jewish Monotheism,” 7–8.

12. See Morton Smith, “The Jewish Elements in the Magical Papyri,” SBL Seminar Papers (1986):
455–62, reprinted with major improvements in Morton Smith, Studies in the Cult of Yahweh, Reli-
gions in the Graeco-Roman World, 130, vol. 2 (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1996), 242–56, esp. 247–48.
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magic of late antiquity. Occasionally one encounters such terms as cherubim or
saraphim, but these represent only a tiny sample of the Hebrew and Aramaic re-
ligious terms that non-Jewish practitioners could have borrowed. More signifi-
cantly, they are limited mostly to terms that already appeared in a transliterated
form in the Septuagint and Judeo-Greek literature, as well as the early Christian
writings. The paucity of the Hebrew or Aramaic elements becomes even clearer
when one turns to Jewish liturgical formulae, for the only Hebrew liturgical for-
mula that can securely be identified in the Greek magical texts is barouch aththa
adÖnai (= Blessed art Thou, Lord), which is by far the most common opening for
Jewish blessings and prayers.13 Numerous other formulae, however, which are at-
tested in Jewish liturgy and magic in Hebrew and Aramaic, seem not to have be-
come known to, or to have been used by, non-Jewish magicians. But what is most
surprising is the complete absence of Hebrew phrases transliterated into Greek as
voces magicae, and this in spite of the fact that the citation of Biblical verses (which
normally were cited in the Hebrew original, even when embedded in Aramaic texts)
is perhaps the commonest feature of Jewish liturgy and magic, attested continu-
ously from the Ketef Hinnom amulets of the seventh or sixth century b.c.e. up
to our very own days.14 Thus, the absence from the Greek, Demotic, Coptic, Latin,
and other magical texts of late antiquity of transliterations of such verses as Exod.
3:14 (“I-am-who-I-am”), Num. 6:24–26 (the “Priestly Blessing”), Num. 10:35 (a
favorite in Jewish liturgy and Jewish curses), Isa. 6:3 (the Trishagion [= “Holy,
Holy, Holy,” etc.]), Ps. 91 (the so-called “Song of the Afflicted”), and of all the
other Biblical passages that were so popular with Jewish magicians,15 strongly ar-
gues against assuming a strong Hebrew or Aramaic influence on the non-Jewish
magical traditions of late antiquity.

In sum, we can isolate within the non-Jewish magical texts of late antiquity a
few dozen words whose Jewish origin is beyond doubt, words that became part
and parcel of many magicians’ ritual vocabulary. However, such magicians often
used these powerful names without any idea of what they originally meant, and
perhaps even without any notion of their specifically Jewish origins. Once Jewish
elements entered the non-Jewish magicians’ world, they could be, and often were,
transformed in decidedly non-Jewish manners. But what is perhaps most inter-

Hebrew, Hebrew Everywhere? 73

13. For its occurrence in the Greek magical texts, see note 36 below.
14. For the ubiquitous use of biblical verses, see Schiffman and Swartz, Hebrew and Aramaic In-

cantation Texts, 37–40; Joshua Trachtenberg, Jewish Magic and Superstition: A Study in Folk Religion
(New York: Behrman’s Jewish Book House, 1939; repr., New York: Atheneum, 1977), 104–13; Joseph
Naveh, “Hebrew Versus Aramaic in the Epigraphical Finds, Part ii” (in Hebrew), Leshonenu 57 (1992–
93): 17–38, esp. 24–29.

15. For a fuller list, see Joseph Naveh and Shaul Shaked, Magic Spells and Formulae: Aramaic In-
cantations of Late Antiquity (Jerusalem: Magnes Press, Hebrew University, 1993), 22–31.
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esting is that all the voces that may safely be identified as Jewish could easily have
come from contact with Greek-speaking Jews and disclose no real sign of bor-
rowing from the world of Hebrew- or Aramaic-speaking magicians. This conclu-
sion becomes even clearer when we note that even in those Greek magical texts
that probably reflect the work of Jewish magicians (albeit transformed by non-
Jewish copyists and practitioners), we find no clear cases of Hebrew or Aramaic
magical formulae.16 Greek and Egyptian magicians, it would seem, had some con-
tacts with Greek-speaking Jewish magicians, and these supplied them with many
Jewish names, and even with some useful recipes, but with only a handful of He-
brew words and expressions. This conclusion has some important historical im-
plications, for it could once again point to Graeco-Roman Egypt as the place where
such cross-cultural contacts took place, but this issue need not detain us here.17

For the present study, the important point is that whoever wishes to claim that
this or that vox magica came from Hebrew and Aramaic must first demonstrate
that such a process—the use of transliterated Hebrew and Aramaic words and
phrases in the “international” magic of late antiquity—indeed was common and is
not mostly a scholarly phantom.

B. Hebrew Liturgical Phrases in a Greek Magical Text

So much for names whose Jewish origin is beyond dispute. But what about all
those other voces for which a Jewish origin has been offered, though they are not
common in the Hebrew Bible and are not standard in “mainstream” Jewish cul-
ture? Before considering the value of such identifications, let us look at one in-
triguing example of the penetration of Hebrew prayer formulae and other ex-
pressions into a Greek magical text, namely, the well-known amulet from Wales,
recently reedited by Roy Kotansky.18 To make the linguistic makeup of this text
easier to follow, I print here both the Greek text (in italics) and my translation

74 Prayer,  Magic,  and the Stars

16. For a list of PGM recipes with a likely Jewish origin, see Smith, “Jewish Elements,” 249–52,
and cf. such famous examples as the Hadrumetum defixio, for which see John G. Gager, ed., Curse
Tablets and Binding Spells from the Ancient World (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992), 112–15,
with further bibliography, and the brief discussion by Philip S. Alexander, “Jewish Elements in Gnos-
ticism and Magic, c. ce 70–c. ce 270,” in William Horbury et al., eds., The Cambridge History of
Judaism, vol. 3 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 1052–78, esp. 1073–78.

17. For the time being, see Morton Smith, “On the Lack of a History of Greco-Roman Magic,”
in Heinz Heinen, ed., Althistorische Studien, Hermann Bengtson Festschrift, Historia Einzelschriften
40 (Wiesbaden: Franz Steiner, 1983), 251–57; Geraldine Pinch, Magic in Ancient Egypt (London: British
Museum, 1994), 161–77; Brashear, “Greek Magical Papyri,” 3412–22.

18. Roy Kotansky, Greek Magical Amulets: The Inscribed Gold, Silver, Copper, and Bronze Lamel-
lae, Part i: Published Texts of known Provenance, Papyrologica Coloniensia 22/1 (Opladen: West-
deutscher Verlag, 1994), no. 2, pp. 3–12.
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(below the Greek). In the translation, italics indicate that the Greek letters translit-
erate a Hebrew word or formula; roman type indicates a regular Greek word or
“words” that make no sense in either language.

adÖnaie elÖaie sabaÖth eie esar eie soura arbartiaÖ
O AdÖnaios, ElÖaios, SabaÖth, I-am-who-I-am, soura arbartiaÖ,19

Ön Ön Ön zÖn kalÖs elliÖn annÖra aggibÖr
is, is, is, living excellently, Most High, the terrible the mighty,

bailla laamÖth barouch aththa oubarouz oudfcha aei Ölam
bailla laamÖth,20 blessed art Thou and blessed is Thy ( ); eternal life,

leÖlam akkramarachamari amorim phabzana thouth chiii
forever. akkramarachamari21 amorim22 phabzana thouth chiii23

(5 lines of magic signs) diafulatte me Alphianon
protect me, Alfianus.

In analyzing the Hebrew elements in this Greek charm, we may briefly look at
each of the four sequences that can be identified as Hebrew, before returning to
the Greek text as a whole.

(1) Greek eie esar eie accurately renders Hebrew ’ehyeh ’asher ’ehyeh (“I-am-
who-I-am”): This famous “name,” which God gives to Moses in Exod. 3:14, is
extremely common in Jewish magical texts in Hebrew and Aramaic and is also
well attested in Syriac and Arabic magical texts.24 Moreover, the Greek words
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19. For possible Hebrew derivations of these two “words,” see Kotansky, Greek Magical Amulets,
pp. 5–6, and for impossible ones, Giuseppe Veltri, “Jewish Traditions in Greek Amulets,” Bulletin of
Judaeo-Greek Studies 18 (1996): 33–47, esp. 34.

20. For impossible Hebrew and Aramaic derivations of these two “words,” see Kotansky, Greek
Magical Amulets, p. 7, and Veltri, “Jewish Traditions in Greek Amulets,” 34.

21. For the numerous attempts to identify this common vox as Hebrew or Aramaic, see Kotan-
sky, Greek Magical Amulets, p. 9, and Brashear, “Greek Magical Papyri,” 3578.

22. For impossible Hebrew derivations of this “word,” see Kotansky, Greek Magical Amulets, p. 9;
note that the final letter may not be a mu, but even so, it does not seem to be a Hebrew word.

23. Are these four Greek letters meant to be a magical vox, or do they belong with the magic signs
of the next five lines?

24. See, e.g., Kotansky’s commentary, Greek Magical Amulets, p. 5, and Georges Vajda, “Sur
quelques éléments juifs et pseudo-juifs dans l’encyclopédie magique de Bûnî,” in Samuel Löwinger
and Joseph Somogyi, eds., Ignace Goldziher Memorial Volume, pt. i (Budapest, 1948), 387–92; Hayyim
Schwartzbaum, “Recipes for Quelling an Angry Sea in Jewish and Arabic Folklore” (in Hebrew), Yeda
Am 20 (1980): 52–59, and Yitzhak Avishur, “‘Ehyeh asher ehyeh’ in Arabic, Syriac, and Judeo-Arabic”
(in Hebrew), Leshonenu 55 (1990): 13–16.
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Ön Ön Ön that follow this formula are related to it, since the Old Greek (Septu-
agint) translation of Exod. 3:14 reads egÖ eimi ho Ön (“I am the One who Is”).
This leaves little room for doubt about the identification of the Hebrew formula
itself.25

(2) Greek elliÖn annÖra aggibbÖr accurately renders Hebrew ‘elion ha-nora ha-
gibbor (“[the] Most High, the terrible, the mighty”): This series of Hebrew epi-
thets for God is ultimately derived from the Hebrew Bible, and remarkably sim-
ilar strings of divine epithets are well attested in rabbinic literature and in the Jewish
liturgical and magical texts.26 Thus, the identification of these three voces is secure.

(3) Greek barouch aththa oubarouz (rather than -ouch!) oudfcha renders He-
brew barouch ’ata u-barouch——’ekha (“Blessed Art Thou and Blessed is Thy [ ]”):
Formulae such as this are extremely common in Jewish liturgy and magic, though
I am a bit puzzled by the final word. Kotansky takes it as a rendering of hodekha,
“Thy Glory,” which is quite possible, but other interpretations are equally plausible
(e.g., ‘uzekha, “Thy Strength”). Here, it would be difficult to be more precise.

(4) Greek aei olam leolam accurately renders Hebrew kayei27 ‘olam le-‘olam
(“eternal life forever”): This is a common Hebrew formula, ultimately derived from
Dan. 11:2.

In analyzing the text as a whole, two points readily emerge. First, it seems quite
clear from the analysis above that the Hebrew sections, in the way they are
arranged, do not add up to one coherent whole. Thus, it is clear that whoever
wrote the Greek text was not transliterating a complete Hebrew text, but rather
incorporating a disparate set of Hebrew phrases into his Greek text. And yet, it
also seems clear that these four fragments were taken from real Jewish scriptural
or liturgical contexts. In other words, whoever incorporated them may not have
known, or cared, what exactly each expression meant, but he was not entirely ig-
norant either. The Hebrew expressions he used were not a random mixture of He-
brew words but fragments from ancient Jewish liturgy, the likes of which are well
attested in Jewish religious and magical texts. These are, of course, precisely the
kinds of expressions we would expect a conscientious magician to use. A second
point that emerges from this analysis is that while some of the voces used in the
text were Jewish, others clearly were not. For the final sequence, phabzana thouth
chiii, in fact quite likely derives from an Egyptian context,28 and several other se-
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25. As noted by Kotansky, Greek Magical Amulets, p. 6.
26. See, e.g., Deut. 10:17; TB Ber. 33b; TY Ber. 9:1 (12d); the beginning of the “Eighteen Bene-

dictions” prayer; and cf. Veltri, “Jewish Traditions,” 34, and Peter Schäfer, Geniza-Fragmente zur
Hekhalot-Literatur, Texte und Studien zum Antiken Judentum 6 (Tübingen: Mohr, 1984), no. 1, p. 13,
and no. 4, p. 69, etc.

27. Cf. Kotansky, Greek Magical Amulets, p. 7, who takes aei not as Hebrew but as Greek (“for-
ever”) and interprets it as the Greek equivalent of the Hebrew le-’olam.

28. As noted by Kotansky, Greek Magical Amulets, p. 9.
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quences can hardly be interpreted as Hebrew, in spite of some ingenious recon-
structions offered by several previous scholars. Moreover, it is precisely the accu-
racy of the transcriptions of the Jewish liturgical fragments that should render
suspect any claim that such clusters as bailla laamÖth also are Hebrew, but He-
brew so corrupt as to be unrecognizable. While some of the voces in this amulet
are Hebrew words transliterated into Greek, others clearly are not.

Considered within the wider context of the Greek magical texts of late antiq-
uity, this intriguing text is unusual, for it is almost the only example of a late an-
tique magical text that is not written in Hebrew or Aramaic yet contains recog-
nizable Hebrew phrases.29 Other texts contain more Hebrew words, but none of
them has as many Jewish liturgical fragments as this one.30 Furthermore, the He-
brew phrases that appear on the Wales amulet do not appear as voces in the other
Greek, Demotic, Coptic, or Latin magical texts of late antiquity. Neither the ’ehyeh
’asher ’ehyeh (“I-am-who-I-am”) formula nor such divine epithets as ‘elion (“Most
High”), ha-nora (“the terrible”), or ha-gibbor (“the mighty”) seem to have en-
tered the “public domain” of late antique magic, in spite of their ubiquitous ap-
pearance in liturgical and magical texts in Hebrew and Aramaic. Once again, we
are forced to conclude that the penetration of Hebrew or Aramaic formulae into
the non-Jewish magic of late antiquity was a relatively rare occurrence and that
most of the Jewish contributions to the “international” magic of late antiquity
were transmitted through Greek-speaking Jews. Only in rare instances do we en-
counter a Greek-speaking magician, Jewish or non-Jewish, who incorporated He-
brew terms and phrases—beyond the standard materials examined in the previ-
ous section—into his Greek magical texts. In light of this conclusion, one must be
wary of any zealous attempt to interpret enigmatic voces as somehow derived from
Hebrew or Aramaic.

C. Identifying Hebrew and Aramaic Voces—
Methodological Reflections

The Roman-period amulet from Wales provides us with clear examples of voces
magicae whose Hebrew origins are beyond any doubt. The reason for this cer-
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29. But cf. Kotansky, Greek Magical Amulets, p. 8. Medieval and later Christian magical texts
provide more examples of Hebrew liturgical fragments embedded in Greek and Latin texts, but such
late texts lie outside the scope of the present essay.

30. See, e.g., Sergio Sciacca, “Phylakterion con iscrizione magica Graeco-Ebraica proveniente dalla
Sicilia sud-occidentale,” Kokalos 28–29 (1982–83): 87–104, which is Kotansky’s no. 33, pp.
155–66. But note that Sciacca, and to a lesser extent Kotansky, identify even some non-Hebrew vo-
ces as Hebrew.
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tainty is that the identification of the Hebrew words passes the test of three strict
criteria that rule out any possibility of coincidental phonetic similarity: First, there
is more than one Hebrew word involved. Statistically, the chance of finding a
randomly generated “word” of two or three consonants that looks like some He-
brew word is far from negligible. But the chance of finding two such words in a
row already is much smaller, and the more Hebrew-sounding words, the greater
the certainty that they are, indeed, Hebrew words. Second, the sequence of two
or more words actually makes sense in Hebrew; in other words, the text does
not merely present two or more supposed Hebrew words together, but a combi-
nation of words consistent with Hebrew syntax. And third, the resulting Hebrew
word sequence is documented in the Hebrew Bible or later Hebrew religious or
magical texts, or at least can be shown to fit within such a context. Thus, not
only do we find Hebrew words and phrases, but they also happen to be precisely
the kinds of words and phrases we would expect to find embedded in a magical
text.

Here, then, is a set of criteria that could help us determine that certain voces
magicae indeed are Hebrew in origin. Such cases, however, are very rare, for most
cases present isolated voces, devoid of any linguistic context in the texts where
they appear and without any obvious parallels in the Hebrew Bible or in later
Jewish literature. What, then, are we to do in these more common cases? The first
problem, of course, is that voces magicae rarely advertise which language, if any,
they may have come from. The magicians sometimes claim that a certain combi-
nation is “in Hebrew,” “in Aramaic,” “in Egyptian,” or in some other language,
but such claims cannot be trusted: first, because in some cases they are demon-
strably false (which only proves once again how free the ancient magicians felt to
fabricate fancy linguistic data), and second, because the magicians also claim that
some words are written in “baboonish” or in “bird-glyphics.”31 We cannot, in
other words, trust the magicians’ own testimonies, and must devise other criteria
for assessing the possible Hebrew or Aramaic derivations of our voces magicae.
I offer the three main guidelines that follow.

1. Linguistic Criteria

Both Hebrew and Jewish Aramaic are well documented and well studied. Thus,
every attempt to offer a Hebrew or Aramaic derivation for this or that vox should
take into consideration what is possible within the parameters of these languages
and what is not. Moreover, much evidence, literary and epigraphic, has survived
for Hebrew and Aramaic words that entered Greek in other contexts, so we can
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31. As noted by Brashear, “Greek Magical Papyri,” 3434–35.
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use their transformations when pronounced and transcribed in Greek as guide-
lines for what to expect when such words are adopted by Greek-speaking magi-
cians. Finally, while many voces might resemble Hebrew words, it must always
be borne in mind that there was more than one Semitic dialect in the ancient world
and that some of them were quite akin to Hebrew. Note, for example, Lucian’s
description of how Alexander of Abonoteichus, wishing to establish a new orac-
ular shrine in the 160s c.e., tried to draw a crowd’s attention: “Uttering a few
meaningless words, which could have been Hebrew or Phoenician (hoiai genointo
an HebraiÖn f PhoinikÖn), Alexander dazed the people, who had no idea what he
was saying, except that he brought in Apollo and Asclepius on every occasion.”32

Lucian’s description of Alexander’s speech as resembling either Hebrew or Phoeni-
cian is highly significant. Born in Samosata and describing himself as a Syrian,
Lucian certainly was at least familiar with some Semitic languages, and the as-
sumption implied in his description—that Phoenician and Hebrew were not that
different—is supported by other ancient writers as well.33 Even words ending with
-Öth, for example, cannot a priori be taken as Hebrew or pseudo-Hebrew, for this
feminine-plural ending was common to Hebrew, Phoenician, and other Semitic
languages.34 More important, Lucian, who knew Alexander quite well, was cer-
tain that the “words” uttered by him were not real Hebrew or Phoenician words
but his own playful inventions. Presumably, if some modern scholar had been
present in the crowd, he or she would have insisted upon finding the “correct”
Semitic etymologies of these “words,” to Lucian’s great delight.35

2. Distortion Through Transmission

One of the processes that took place in the ancient magical texts is that the voces
magicae that entered the “public domain” of late antique magic were often cor-
rupted by copyists and practitioners who had no idea what a given word meant
or what its correct form was. Thus, to give one example, the above-mentioned
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32. Lucian Alex. 13. Unfortunately, this passage is not well treated by Ulrich Victor, Lukian von
Samosata: Alexandros oder der Lügenprophet, Religions in the Graeco-Roman World 132 (Leiden:
E. J. Brill, 1997), 142, and is mostly ignored by those scholars who insist that by the Roman period
Phoenician already was a dead language.

33. The similarity is also implied in Josephus, C. Ap. 1.172–74, and stated explicitly (for Punic)
by Augustine, On the Gospel of John 15.27 (PL 35, col. 1520), and is easily confirmed by browsing
through such works as Charles R. Krahmalkov, Phoenician-Punic Dictionary, Studia Phoenicia 15 =
OLP 90 (Leuven: Peeters, 2000).

34. For -ôth words in Greek and Latin, see, e.g., Plautus Poenulus 930 and 940, “alon(i)uth” (god-
desses), and Edward Lipinski, Dieux et déesses de l’univers phénicienne et punique, Studia Phoenicia
16 = Orientalia Lovaniensia Analecta 64 (Leuven: Peeters, 1995), 61.

35. For Alexander’s linguistic games, see also Lucian, Alex. 51, 53.
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Hebrew phrase transliterated as barouch aththa adÖnai at one point and among
some magicians became barouch ambra adÖnaiou (and was understood as
barouch, the ambra of AdÖnaios?).36 Unfortunately, this demonstrable fact is often
used by scholars as an excuse for great liberty, as they first amend the voces they
encounter into their “correct” forms and then provide their supposed Hebrew or
Aramaic derivations. This is, of course, a highly dubious procedure, for while any
strange-sounding vox could be a corrupt Hebrew word, it could also be a corrupt
Egyptian, Thracian, or Nubian word, or a word from a host of other languages.
It could also be a crafty magician’s creative invention, intended to daze a human
audience, and perhaps a divine audience too. We, however, should not be dazed,
and must avoid assuming that a certain vox must have some meaning, all the more
so that it must have some meaning in Hebrew or Aramaic.37

3. Parallels in Known Jewish Texts

The corpus of Hebrew/Aramaic religious and magical literature is large, and new
texts are being published at a breathtaking pace.38 We have not only the prayers,
blessings, and curses of the standard Jewish liturgy but also the magical texts
found among the Dead Sea Scrolls, the (mostly Palestinian) amulets and the (Baby-
lonian) demon bowls, and the seemingly endless stream of magical texts from
the Cairo Genizah, not to mention such texts as Sepher Ha-Razim (The book of
mysteries), Harba de-Moshe (The sword of Moses), or the mystical-magical mix-
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36. Barouch aththa adÖnai: see the examples provided by Kotansky, Greek Magical Amulets, 8.
Barouch ambra adÖnaiou: David G. Martinez, A Greek Love Charm from Egypt (P. Mich. 757), P.
Michigan xvi = American Studies in Papyrology 30 (Atlanta, Ga.: Scholars Press, 1991), 26, 76–77.
And cf. Brashear, “Greek Magical Papyri,” 3582, and PGM xlv.3: Barouch daula AdÖnaia.

37. For the great liberty taken by previous scholarship with regard to the etymology of voces mag-
icae, see also the cogent remarks of Campbell Bonner, Studies in Magical Amulets, Chiefly Graeco-
Egyptian (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1950), 187, and Claudia Rohrbacher-Sticker,
“From Sense to Nonsense, from Incantation Prayer to Magical Spell,” JSQ 3 (1996): 24–46, esp. 26.
Rohrbacher-Sticker’s essay provides an illuminating example of corruption through transmission, but
in the opposite direction—namely, from Greek into Hebrew and Aramaic.

38. For a broad survey, see P. S. Alexander, “Incantations and Books of Magic,” in Emil Schürer,
The History of the Jewish People in the Age of Jesus Christ, revised and edited by Geza Vermes, Fer-
gus Millar, and Martin Goodman, vol. 3/1 (Edinburgh: Clark, 1986), 342–79. For the most impor-
tant corpora, see Mordecai Margalioth, Sepher Ha-Razim (in Hebrew) (Tel Aviv: Yedi’ot Akharonot,
1966), English translation by Michael A. Morgan, Sepher Ha-Razim: The Book of the Mysteries (Chico,
Calif.: Scholars Press, 1983); Schiffman and Swartz, Hebrew and Aramaic Incantation Texts; Joseph
Naveh and Shaul Shaked, Amulets and Magic Bowls: Aramaic Incantations of Late Antiquity (Jeru-
salem: Magnes Press, Hebrew University, 1985); idem, Magic Spells and Formulae; Peter Schäfer
and Shaul Shaked, Magische Texte aus der Kairoer Geniza, 3 vols., Texte und Studien zum Antiken
Judentum 42, 64, 72 (Tübingen: Mohr, vol. 1, 1994; vol. 2, 1997; vol. 3, 1999); Yuval Harari, Harba
de-Moshe (The Sword of Moses): A New Edition and a Study (in Hebrew) (Jerusalem: Academon,
1997).

Noegel,Prayer,Magic and Stars  8/27/03  1:06 PM  Page 80



tures of the Hekhalot/Merkavah literature. Thus, when offering a Hebrew der-
ivation for a vox magica, we should try to examine the use of that word or phrase
within the Semitic corpus itself. If the Hebrew or Aramaic phrases that suppos-
edly lurk behind the voces magicae are unattested not only in the Hebrew Bible
and “mainstream” Jewish literature but also in all the magical texts now avail-
able (most of which are relatively late, but some of which date from the Second
Temple period), we must be even more suspicious of the veracity of these pos-
tulated etymologies. Moreover, the Hebrew and Aramaic magical texts of late
antiquity display the penetration of the voces magicae of the “international”
magic at the time, and this process provides yet another angle from which to ex-
amine the supposed “Jewishness” of many of these voces. Unfortunately, we do
not yet have a full analysis of the voces magicae embedded in these Hebrew and
Aramaic magical texts, but even the most superficial survey of these texts reveals
two points that are of extreme significance for the present study. First, while sup-
posedly Jewish voces such as ablanathanalba, abrasax/abraxas, akrammachamari,
marmaraÖth, and semeseilam are indeed found in these Jewish magical texts,
many of the other voces found there, such as the sfmea-konteu formula, yesem-
migadÖn, or various thoth-words, certainly do not stem from any Jewish ori-
gins.39 Thus, the appearance of any known vox in the Jewish magical texts of
late antiquity is no guarantee of its Jewishness, only of its popularity within the
“international” magic of the time. Just as these voces entered the Coptic and Syr-
iac magical texts, and some Gnostic texts as well, they also entered the Jewish
branch of late antique magic.40 Second, in all the places where supposedly Jewish
voces are used by these Jewish magicians, there is not even a hint that they under-
stood the “correct” etymologies of these words or even saw them as specifically
Jewish. Admittedly, this is no guarantee against the original Jewishness of these
voces—witness the occasional reentry into the Jewish magical texts of the name
y’w, which is nothing but the Hebrew transcription of the Greek transcription
of the Jewish god’s name, IaÖ—but if in no case do the Jewish magicians un-
derstand what their voces magicae mean, we should at least take their ignorance
into consideration.

Where, then, do all these methodological considerations leave us? Of course,
the difficulty is that the claim that a certain vox is not likely to be Hebrew or Ara-
maic immediately raises the question of its real origins. Thus, once a Jewish der-
ivation of a certain vox has been suggested, it is only by securely identifying that
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39. For a preliminary survey, and of the Hekhalot texts alone, see Gideon Bohak, “Remains of
Greek Words and Magical Formulae in Hekhalot Literature,” Kabbalah 6 (2001): 121–34.

40. For the magical voces that entered the Gnostic literature, see H. M. Jackson, “The Origin in
Ancient Incantatory Voces Magicae of Some Names in the Sethian Gnostic System,” Vigiliae Chris-
tianae 43 (1989): 69–79.
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vox within some other culture that one can prove that it is not Hebrew. To give
just one obvious example, when we note that sms ‘lm, “eternal Sun,” is an old
Phoenician deity, who appears already in the Karatepe inscription, we can easily
dismiss all the fanciful attempts to explain semeseilam as Jewish.41 However, it is
only because we are relatively well informed about Phoenician religion and the
Phoenician language that this vox can correctly be identified.42 Thus, our inabil-
ity to identify the origins of many other voces should not make us feel obliged to
accept the Jewish “etymologies” offered by previous scholars, but rather should
encourage us to admit that many of the ethnic contributions mixed into late an-
tique magic are irretrievably lost and that many of the voces magicae embedded
in these magical texts were born in the magicians’ fertile imagination. It would be
better to admit that the origins of many voces still elude us than to end up like
the Ancient Mariner in Coleridge’s famous poem, with Hebrew, Hebrew every-
where, and not a word makes sense.
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41. For the claims that semeseilam is Jewish, see Brashear, “Greek Magical Papyri,” 3598. For the
correct identification, see Wolfgang Fauth, “SSM BN PDRSSA,” ZDMG 120 (1970): 229–56, esp.
253–54 (the rest of the essay is much less convincing); Lipinski, Dieux et déesses, 265. And cf. A. I.
Baumgarten, The Phoenician History of Philo of Byblos, Études préliminaires sur les religions orien-
tales dans le paganisme romain 99 (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1981), 147. The solar connections of this vox
have often been noted—see, e.g., Bonner, Studies in Magical Amulets, 58–59. Note, however, that it
is not impossible that some late antique Jewish magicians understood semeseilam as “my name is peace”
(as suggested by Scholem, Jewish Gnosticism, 134), just as the Greek word charaktfres was translit-
erated in Hebrew and Aramaic magical texts as klqtrs and occasionally interpreted as kl qtry‘, “all
the knots”! This is, however, a secondary interpretation and has nothing to do with the word’s real
origins.

42. Similarly, because the Persian origins of the name Mithras are well attested, no attempt has
been made to claim it as Jewish; see Brashear, “Greek Magical Papyri,” 3423–24.
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